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Literature Review: Bibliotherapy 
 The value of reading has been considered of great cultural and historical significance for 
hundreds of years. This can be seen as far back as 300 BCE where an epitaph on the library of  
Alexandria read ‘Reading is Medicine [or remedy] for The Mind’ (Jack, S. J., & Ronan, K. R., 
2008). Due to the great impact of literacy it has led to the prescription of reading to improve 
health in a variety of ways. One of the most recent publications The Novel Cure: From 
Abandonment to Zestlessness: 751 Books to Cure What Ails You by Ella Berthoud and Susan 
Elderkin, is an attempt to bring the practice of reading for health and wellness to the commons. 
For now, this approach is currently practiced as a form of therapy known primarily as 
bibliotherapy, although there is a large variety of terms used in identifying niche aspects of the 
discipline. It has also been called bibliocounseling, bibliopsychology, book therapy, book 
matching, guided reading, library therapeutics, literatherapy, literature therapy, and reading 
therapy (McCulliss, 2012; Pehrsson & McMillen, 2005) 
Bibliotherapy in the large sense is “the guided reading of written materials in gaining 
understanding or solving problems relevant to a person’s therapeutic needs” (Riordan & Wilson, 
1989, p. 506). Derived from Greek, bibliotherapy is the combination of biblion, which means 
book, and therapeia, meaning healing (Howe, 1983; McCulliss, 2012).  
To gain a better perspective on the width and breadth of bibliotherapy as a practice this 
literature review was prepared. In order to curate an understanding of the topic, several things 
need to be discussed before developing a critique this includes the etymology, the discussion of 
its general history, the variations in discipline, and the general outcomes that have been 
discovered through the variety of research practices. The purpose of this literature review is to be 
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a launching point in developing a more articulated and mindful approach to the implementation 
and study of the topic of bibliotherapy.  
INTRODUCTION 
History of Bibliotherapy 
The term bibliotherapy originates from as early as 1853 where it was used by Dr. John 
Minson Galt II  in an article to improve the health of the mentally insane. The clinical use and 
practice of this type of therapy were first recorded to be used in the United States in mental 
hospitals. The initial mention of bibliotherapy use with children was not until the 1960s. The first 
librarian to be trained to practice bibliotherapy versus a psychologist/medical professional was 
Kathleen Jones in 1904 at MacLean Hospital (a private psychiatric hospital) in Boston. To be 
more involved in the practice of bibliotherapy the American Library Association (ALA) created 
a workshop in 1970 to specifically train librarians for working in mental facilities. This 
workshop included (1) bibliotherapy training courses [i.e. skills required] (2) outcome research 
and (3) a standard nomenclature (Tews, 1970). The professional development of librarians is 
increasingly important in the understanding we have of bibliotherapy today. In 1960 it was 
determined that 80% of the literature published in the last decade was outside the field of 
medicine (Coville, 1960). Comparatively to today, where a great majority of the research 
published about bibliotherapy is shaped around reporting quantitative aggregation (meta-
analysis) data while, the early practice and research was mostly qualitative (e.g. Gould and 
Clum; 1993; Gregory et al., 2004; Marrs, 1995; Scogin et al., 1990). Primarily for this earlier 
period, there were five types of research evident in the bibliotherapy literature: exhortatory 
studies, theoretical research, descriptive studies, case studies and experimental research 
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(Zaccaria and Moses, 1968). Due to this approach in the earlier period of the discipline there has 
been a continuing debate in the literature as to whether bibliotherapy is in fact an art or a science. 
Bibliotherapy in Practice 
 In the general sense that bibliotherapy is a technique “for structuring interaction between 
a facilitator and participant” (Gregory & Vessey, 2004, p. 128), it is important in discussing the 
different ways that this practice is facilitated. Considering the existing literature, the terms 
bibliotherapy and self-help books are both preferred by scholars; and the former is particularly 
used as an umbrella term to denote using books in therapy sessions (Tanrikulu, I., 2011). For this 
reason, bibliotherapy and self-help books are interchangeably used in this review. In the 
literature, there are primarily two types of bibliotherapy that are used, cognitive bibliotherapy 
and affective (behavioral) bibliotherapy. Each with subcategories (clinical bibliotherapy, 
developmental bibliotherapy, and client-developed bibliotherapy) that define the literature and 
techniques used (Vries, D., et al, 2017). This is based on the model created by Rubin (1978) who 
adopted a three-pronged approach [categorically] to the classification of bibliotherapy according 
to participants, goals, settings and leaders (Jack, S. J., & Ronan, K. R., 2008).  
 cognitive bibliotherapy. 
 Cognitive bibliotherapy refers to bibliotherapy based in cognitive behavioral therapy 
(CBT)  (Liu et al., 2009), and materials often provide theory, practice exercises, and 
psychoeducation as a means toward reducing and eliminating some types of psychopathology. 
CBT is a self-administered depression treatment that has been established as an evidence-based 
treatment for depression (Ackerson, Scogin, McKendree-Smith, & Lyman, 1998; Jamison & 
Scogin, 1995; Moldovan, Cobeanu, & David, 2013; Scogin, Jamison, Floyd, & Chaplin, 1998; 
Smith, Floyd, Scogin, & Jamison, 1997) and even subthreshold depression (Willemse, Smit, 
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Cuijper, & Tiemens, 2004). This approach focuses on creating cognitive-behavioral change using 
literature that refers directly to fears, anxieties, and behavior difficulties (Betzalel & Shechtman, 
2010). In CBT, an individual (the patient) works to reframe negative thoughts and behaviors 
using the CBT process of “identifying unhelpful cognitions, challenging their meaning and 
eliciting more realistic thoughts and assumptions” (Montgomery & Maunders, 2015, p. 38). 
Some cognitive methods used to guide the patient include self-help manuals or workbooks, with 
assignments for the client to complete. These are sometimes combined with therapeutic writing 
and may be guided by a nurse or other therapist (McArdle, S., 2002). The CBT treatment 
typically uses the book Feeling Good (Burns, 1980), which emphasizes self-help as a cognitive 
approach to treating depression. Specifically, the book covers such topics as recognizing the 
causes of mood swings, changing negative thoughts and feelings, dealing with guilt, handling 
hostility and criticism, overcoming the need for approval, and building self-esteem 
CBT is most commonly used in clinical bibliotherapy. Clinical bibliotherapy is the use of 
“psychoeducational material”, i.e., self-help manuals, which is a typical part of the adjunctive 
interventions” in clinical treatment (Rus-Makovec, Furlan, & Smolej, 2015, p. 26) by a licensed 
professional psychologist or social worker. Although there are more than 20 diverse self-help 
book schemes, the first original scheme from which the others were adapted was the Cardiff 
model (Frude, 2004). The Cardiff model entails that the clients initially present their problem to 
the helping professional; then, the practitioner prescribes a suitable self-help book from a list 
covering the essential health topics; after that the clients take their self-help book from a library 
where self-help books are thematically, and systematically stored.  According to this perspective, 
the therapist uses literature either to provide a focus for interventions or to advise the patient on 
specific reading (Hynes 1988). Primarily clinical bibliotherapy is used with individuals who have 
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emotional or behavioral issues (McCulliss, 2012; Pehrsson et al., 2007). The main advantages of 
its use in the “clinical context”, highlighted by specialized studies are economic efficiency 
(Centre for Economic Performance, 2012).  
 affective bibliotherapy. 
 Primarily affective bibliotherapy techniques are used in developmental bibliotherapy, and 
client-developed bibliotherapy. Developmental bibliotherapy which may be used by teachers and 
other lay helpers to facilitate normal development and self-actualization with an essentially 
healthy population (Afolayan, 1992; Kramer & Smith, 1998; Rubin, 1978). When patients are 
reading they are “...encouraged to make personal connections with characters in the book, thus 
allowing readers to evaluate their own behavior and emotions through the experiences of the 
characters in the story” (Rozalski, Stewart, & Miller, 2010, p. 34). The characters are frequently 
fictional and help individuals connect the story to their own feelings of emotion and pain 
(Betzalel & Shechtman, 2010). Through dynamic interaction between the reader and story, this 
intervention may assist the individual in coping with life changes, emotional issues, and 
behavioral challenges (Heath, Sheen, Leavy, Young, & Money, 2005; Lindeman & Kling, 1968; 
Pardeck, 1994; Pehrsson, Allen, Folger, McMillen, & Lowe, 2007; Stewart & Ames, 2014; 
Walwyn & Rowley, 2011). A popular psychodynamic model developed by Shrodes in 1950, 
identified four progressive stages of therapeutic involvement: identification, catharsis, insight, 
and universalism (Farkas & Yorker, 1993; Gregory & Vessey, 2004; Manning, 1987; McCulliss, 
2012; Pardeck & Pardeck, 1984, 1997; Pehrsson et al., 2007; Pehrsson & McMillen, 2005; 
Rozalski et al., 2010; Stewart & Ames, 2014). This model guides the facilitator in how it might 
be possible to record the progress that is being made in the story as well as for the reader.   
Therapeutic Outcomes of Bibliotherapy 
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 Lenkowsky (1987) stated that there may be four applications of bibliotherapy. To begin 
with, bibliotherapy can be utilized as a “self-actualization/ problem solving” tool to endorse 
better self-understanding and problem-solving. Secondly, bibliotherapy may be used as “social 
utilization” to reinforce a person’s social awareness. Thirdly,  “psychotherapeutic utilization” 
develops psychological insight and growth. Lastly, self-help books can be used for “educational 
and didactic utilization” to learn how to use bibliotherapy in practice (Tanrikulu, I., 2011). 
Throughout the literature it has been indicated that bibliotherapy has significantly improved 
results in reducing the symptomatology for anxiety disorders and mild or moderate depressive 
disorders and can contribute to increasing the efficiency of mental health services, by reducing 
their costs. This kind of intervention has a positive effect on optimizing lifestyle, improving 
attitudes towards treatment, increasing mental well-being, and lowering levels of stress 
experienced by persons that experience some mental health clinical conditions (McCulliss, 
2012).  
When reading is coupled with processing or discussion as it is in bibliotherapy, research 
has proven additional positive outcomes in emotional, social, and cognitive domains (Heath et 
al., 2005; Lucas & Soares, 2013; McCulliss & Chamberlain, 2013). Emotional outcomes include 
the development of positive coping skills, increased empathy, improvements in attitudes and 
self-image, identification and expression of feelings, reduction in self-blame, lessening of 
depression and anxiety, improved assertiveness, reduced feelings of helplessness, feelings of 
safety and distance from the trauma, reduced stress, validation of experiences and feelings, and 
enhancement of self-concept and self-efficacy (Allen et al., 2012; Early, 1993; Goddard, 2011; 
Heath et al., 2005; Montgomery & Maunders, 2015; Pardeck & Pardeck, 1984; Pehrsson & 
McMillen, 2005; Stewart & Ames, 2014; Walwyn & Rowley, 2011). Social outcomes include 
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creating new interests, improved personal and social adjustments, identification and utilization of 
supportive adults, improved parental and peer relationships, reduced social isolation, respect and 
acceptance of others, and improved socially accepted behaviors (Heath et al., 2005; Montgomery 
& Maunders, 2015; Pehrsson & McMillen, 2005; Stewart & Ames, 2014).  Cognitive outcomes 
include improved reading skills, greater tolerance, better conflict resolution, problem-solving, 
and safety planning; increased knowledge and awareness; changes in attitude regarding the use 
of violence; and the realization that it is good in all people (Early, 1993; Heath et al., 2005; 
Pardeck, 1991a; Stewart & Ames, 2014; Thompson & Trice-Black, 2012). 
METHODS 
Searching 
Primarily, MNCAT Discovery was used in identifying the width and breadth of 
bibliotherapy. Exact keyword searches were used in discovering literature. Keywords used 
included bibliotherapy, bibliocounseling, literatherapy, cognitive bibliotherapy, reading therapy, 
and information prescription.  
Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 
 As no search strategy was selected, there is implicit bias in how the articles were chosen 
to be included in this review. Research articles on bibliotherapy with a variety of participants, 
age groups, psychological disorders, and articles summarizing bibliotherapy techniques were 
included in this review for the purpose of giving an umbrella review of the topic. In searching for 
relevant literature, peer-reviewed journals were the focus with no inclusion of grey literature. 
Studies considered within this review were inclusive of all types, including randomized control 
trials, mixed methods, and case studies.  Finally, articles that indicated bibliotherapy as a 
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component of psychotherapy were included as the majority of the literature use bibliotherapy to 
diagnose and treat specific mental health conditions like depression or anxiety.  
Limitations of the Literature Review 
 Conditions identified as restrictive to the scope of this literature review included 
lack of differentiation, limited time, and not having a clear problem or outcome to provide 
context for searching. Much of the literature explored used bibliotherapy and its various terms 
synonymously when in some disciplines each type of bibliotherapy had very explicit meanings 
and practical applications. This created confusion throughout the reading of even a single paper 
as to which lens the study was using in determining its results. For the single researcher a more 
in-depth analysis of identifying trends and themes would have been preferred but could not be 
included due to time constraints. Additionally, only databases available through the University of 
Minnesota Twin Cities were utilized in the literature search. Other databases not available may 
have been useful in collecting the information needed for this review. Books on bibliotherapy 
techniques were explored; this review focused on peer-reviewed research articles primarily. 
RESULTS 
Table 1 displays the keywords and search strategies used for looking for articles. Without 
having a developed method for selecting articles there were numerous articles that could be 
chosen from. From this pool, the keywords with fewer results were focused on in the selection 
process. These peer-reviewed articles ranged from 1968 to 2018. It is quite evident that there is 
an extensive amount of research about the topic of bibliotherapy, but a great number of it was 
very specific and defined. With the limitation of time and the parameters of research the articles 
that had the widest breath were included in this review. There have been fewer historical reviews 
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of bibliotherapy since the early 2000s than in previous periods of activity in the field as it has 
become more technical and less theoretical.  
Evidence from Literature Search 
Table 1: Database Search 
DISCUSSION 
 There is a lot of momentum at the moment for having more quantitative studies to further 
the mentality that bibliotherapy is an effective and reliable type of therapy. Although the 
literature suggests that it is best used in combination with traditional forms of therapy. It used 
alone has not improved memory loss in older adults. There is such a variety of literature and its 
resulting benefits in so many types of cases and environments that its viability seems inevitable. 
The single researcher reviewed primarily with literature relating to depression and systematic 
reviews. In each included study, the research supported the use of bibliotherapy, and discussed 
the positive effects on emotion, behavior, communication skills, and coping. Therefore, this 
literature review supports the effectiveness of bibliotherapy.  
Considerations 
At present there is a lack of literature that covers the modern history of the topic and if 
there have been studies that brought particular significance or defined the methodology of 
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quantitative style research. There is also a lack of literature in the present that focused and used 
the original theological model and elements in defining qualitative studies in the current time that 
this review is being written. This is likely due to the large amount of literature that is available so 
that more defined and specific scopes can be investigated thoroughly.  
CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this literature review was to give a general overview of an extensive topic 
that has appeared in a variety of disciplines. The articles reviewed support further practice of its 
use as it reduced depression, anxiety, trauma, and other mental health issues and empowered the 
reader to move forward with their lives. Outcomes have indicated that reading, in general, brings 
health benefits that cannot be ignored and with the addition of critically informed discussion it 
enhances emotional, social, and cognitive well being. Although there is much to be explored in 
the use of recreational or self-directed therapy along with making clearer definitions and 
standardization of verbiage in the field.  
This literature is important as there has not been a recent generalized review in the 
literature in the last decade. By conducting a literature review of bibliotherapy, the author 
discovered the effectiveness of bibliotherapy and its implications that can be made for the library 
and information profession.  
Understanding the general background and having a robust discussion of the topic was 
the basis of this research which was conducted using the MNCAT Discovery catalog through the 
University of Minnesota Twin Cities. The six keywords that defined and used as the focus of this 
work helped define the parameters of the search. Out of the thousands of results that were found 
relating to the topic only 34 articles were used.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
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For further research it would be suggested to include how practices have changed from 
treating the mentally insane to patients with manageable or low-risk symptoms. It would also be 
valuable to include a much larger section of research to the separation of self-help literature and 
the use of information brochures/clinical pamphlets. There is also a great gap in the literature 
about the use of fiction materials in the treatment of adults versus working with children. There 
is also a general gap of activity in the literature that should be investigated further. There also has 
not been a recent collaboration between librarians and the medical community in the discussion 
of furthering these practices and techniques.   
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